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Abstract  
 
The purpose of the present study was to find out the relationship between cognitive distortions 
and forgiveness in romantic relationships of college students. The sample of the study was 340 
college students who have a romantic relationship at a state university in Turkey. The purposeful 
sampling method was carried out in this correlational study. In order to collect data, three 
instruments were utilized: Interpersonal Cognitive Distortions Scale (ICDS), Heartland 
Forgiveness Scale and Demographic Data Form. The scales were put online to survey.metu.edu.tr 
and students having a romantic relationship were asked to complete the scale. In the present study, 
canonical correlation was conducted through SPSS 22 statistical package for data analysis in order 
to assess the relationship between two sets of variables: “Interpersonal Rejection”, “Unrealistic 
Relationship Expectation” and “Interpersonal Misperception” are the subscales of interpersonal 
cognitive distortions on one set and “Forgiveness of Self”, “Forgiveness of Others” and 
“Forgiveness of Situations” are the subscales of forgiveness on the other set. The study was 
significant because it might fill the gap in the literature and counseling field in terms of finding the 
relationship between two sets of variables to give a light to possible predictors in future research 
studying romantic relationships. 
 
Keywords: Romantic Relationship; Cognitive Distortions; Forgiveness; College Students 
 
 
                                               
1 Article presented at ECER 2014, Porto. 
²Middle East Technical University, Educational Sciences, Psychological Counseling and Guidance, 
agokcen@metu.edu.tr 
³Middle East Technical University, Educational Sciences, Psychological Counseling and Guidance, 
nkozdinc@gmail.com  
4
Ph.D. Professor, Middle East Technical University, Educational Sciences, aksume@metu.edu.tr 
 
Aydın, G., Kandemir Özdinç , N., & Aksu, M. (2015). The relationship between cognitive distortions and forgiveness in 
romantic relationships. International Journal of Human Sciences, 12(1), 1338-1349. doi: 10.14687/ijhs.v12i1.3206 
 
 
1339 
Introduction 
Human relationship is one of the main needs within the life of human beings (Adler, 2004). 
In other words, human beings are born into relationships and it is a natural part of human life to 
have close relations with significant others (Guerrero, Anderson & Afifi, 201l). Relationships make 
individuals’ life meaningful and satisfactory (Tekin, 2012) and in order to live an optimal life, it is 
crucial to have meaningful ties of good quality with others (Ryff & Singer, 2000). While 
interpersonal relationships are the source of joy and fellowship, they can sometimes make 
individuals stressful and unhappy (Ng & Tong, 2013). Becker (1992) suggests mutual love, affection 
and empathy as the key aspects of a good life. Similarly, Griffin (1986) proposes that deep personal 
relationships sustain a healthy life for people. A romantic relationship is a type of relations in which 
partners experience love and affection via close ties and they bring positive and negative features of 
their characteristics to the relationship (Huston, 2009). Within a romantic relationship, partners try 
to meet both their own and partner’s needs which are composed of relationship content like inner 
feelings, attention, love, trust, conflict, etc. These aspects make the romantic relationships 
complicated and worth studying in different research because partners are reluctant to bring their 
interpersonal features into their close relationships.  
Among factors influencing relationships, the importance of cognitive distortions’ effects on 
relationships came to the surface with Ellis’s emphasis (1986). Since then, the researchers have 
mostly started to study on cognitive distortions in relationships (Akın, 2010; Hamamcı, 2002, Tufan 
Çetin, 2010). Cognitive approach focuses on how the individual interprets reality in the relationship 
and according to cognitive behavioral approach, individuals have some unrealistic and 
nonfunctional believes about own, others and life. These beliefs; the interpretations made in the 
relationship, and meanings attributed to the relationship affect relationships, emotions and 
behaviors of the individuals and the individual behave in dysfunctional way to the partner (Epstein, 
1986; Hamamcı, 2002). These wrong thoughts were called as “irrational beliefs” in the model of 
Ellis, and “authomatic thoughts-cognitive distortions” in the Beck’s model. Both concepts 
including dysfunctional beliefs have dogmatic content which includes patterns that make individual 
succumb to depression (Türküm, 2003). Automatic thoughts are the most important factors that 
lead individuals to become anxious and desperate in life (O’connor, Berry, Weiss, & Gilbert, 2002). 
Additionally, they also directly affect communication skills, accordingly the human relationships 
that is a crucial factor of psychological health because individuals are not aware of the thoughts but 
emotions as the result of these automatic thoughts (Şirin & Izgar, 2013).  
Interpersonal cognitive distortions developed based partly on belief systems and family 
scripts (Akın, 2010). Couples having many irrational beliefs thought that they have disagreements 
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because their relationship is not strong (Tufan Çetin, 2010). Thus, the study results show that 
decrease of marriage satisfaction of the couples is related with having lots of irrational beliefs and 
these couples experience much more dissension and stress (Hamamcı, 2005b; Möller & Zyl, 1991). 
In addition, these individuals choose to get away and disregard to cope with the problematic 
situation with their couple, and do not express their anxiety (Tufan Çetin, 2010). Thereby, it is 
thought that noticing these irrational beliefs would have a positive affect on also romantic 
relationships. 
In any context, an influential component within human relationships is forgiveness. 
Through years, it is difficult to have a complete definition of forgiveness.  By addressing different 
components of forgiveness, Enright (1991) proposes two necessary processes by including both 
presenting negative judgment and increasing compassion within the person. Younger et al. (2004) 
reaches a broad definition by emphasizing four themes allowing negative feelings, accepting and 
coping with, continuing the relationship and finally forgetting/not forgetting the event. Forgiveness 
is considered as “an internal, victim-based, voluntary, and multidimensional process; that is, it can 
involve a variety of targets (e.g., self, others, situations, and conceptions of deity) and methods (e.g., 
offering, seeking, and feeling) (Webb, Hirsch, Visser, & Brewer, 2013, p.392)    
A number of researches in positive psychology have focused on the importance of 
forgiveness for its significant benefits on psychological and physical well-being (Thoresen, Harris, 
& Luskin, 2000). The studies have shown that forgiveness supports higher life satisfaction, self-
esteem, personal productivity, effectiveness, better self-care and conflict management and also it 
facilitates lower negative affectivity, depression, anxiety, stress and physical illness symptoms 
(Brown, 2003; Hebl & Enright, 1993; Lawler et al., 2005; Temoshok & Chandra, 2000; Temoshok 
& Wald, 2005; Toussaint & Webb, 2005; Worthington, Hook, Davis & McDaniel, 2011; Ysseldyk, 
Matheson, & Anisman, 2007). In addition, forgiveness is characterized as an exclusive method of 
coping (Toussaint & Webb, 2005).  
Roberts (1995) states that forgiveness leads people to live well specifically in their social 
environment. That is, forgiveness cannot be concerned as individually, it has an important influence 
in couple’s relationships (Smedes, 1996). Hosseini (2003) and Afkhami (2006) found at the end of 
their studies that forgiveness increases marital satisfaction of spouses. The empirical study shows 
that forgiveness interventions decrease cognitive distortions within a relationship and this leads to 
an increase in marital satisfaction (Navidian & Bahari, 2013). This shows that cognitive components 
are essential parts of forgiveness process in relationships. Additionally, as forgiveness has a 
decreasing effect over interpersonal misconceptions and unrealistic expectations in relationship, it 
can be determined as a relational healing method (DiBlasio, 1993). 
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The purpose of the Study 
Based on the related literature on the possible significance of cognitive distortions and 
forgiveness in romantic relationships, the purpose of the study was to describe the relationship 
between cognitive distortions and forgiveness in romantic relationships. More specifically, in the 
present study, it was aimed at increasing the attention to the forgiveness issue in romantic 
relationships in early ages by examining how the cognitive distortions were related to individual’s 
forgiveness in their close relationships. Drawing upon the purpose, the research question 
determined for this study is: 
• What is the relationship between interpersonal cognitive distortions (interpersonal 
rejection, unrealistic relationship expectation, and interpersonal misperception) in predicting 
forgiveness (forgiveness of self, forgiveness of others, and forgiveness of situations) of college 
students having a romantic relationship?  
 
Method 
Population and sample selection 
The target population was all college students who had a romantic relationship in Turkey. 
However, the accessible population was college students having a romantic relationship at Middle 
East Technical University because the university was convenient for the researchers. As participants 
should have a criterion as having a relationship, purposeful sampling was used in this study as a 
non-random sampling method. The scales were put on survey.metu.edu.tr web address and the link 
was shared on some online web pages of university and written on a paper and distributed to the 
college students who stay in dormitories and department canteens and they were informed about 
giving the address to their friends who had also a relationship within the same university. 
Therefore, also snowball sampling was conducted to reach more participants.  
The sample size of the study was 340 college students having a romantic relationship as 
proposed by Tabachnick and Fidell (2007) (at least 10 observation per variable). Among the 
participants, 220 of them (64.7 %) were females and 120 of them (35.3 %) were males. The mean 
of age was 22.99 ranging from 18 to 40. The students were from five different faculties: education 
faculty with 27.1 %, engineering faculty with 31.8 %, economics and administration faculty with 
13.5 %, art and science faculty with 20.6 % and finally architecture with 7.1 %. The relationship 
duration of the participants ranged from 0 (less than 30 days) to 171 months. 
Design of Study 
The purpose of the correlational research was to identify the relationships among variables 
without any manipulation and to provide a better understanding about the nature of relationships 
 
Aydın, G., Kandemir Özdinç , N., & Aksu, M. (2015). The relationship between cognitive distortions and forgiveness in 
romantic relationships. International Journal of Human Sciences, 12(1), 1338-1349. doi: 10.14687/ijhs.v12i1.3206 
 
 
1342 
among variables (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2005). As there were two sets of variables within this study, 
canonical correlation analysis was conducted.  
 
Data Collection  
Data Collection Procedure 
After necessary permission was taken from Ethics Committee of Middle East Technical 
University, the researchers put the scales on survey.metu.edu.tr web address and the link was 
shared on some online web pages of the university. At the very beginning of the scales, voluntary 
participation form was asked to be filled online and then they continued to fill out the 
questionnaires in reference to the person whom they currently have a romantic relationship. The 
total administration time of the instruments was approximately 20 minutes. The data was collected 
in the spring semester and summer school of 2013-2014 academic year. 
Data Collection Tools 
Three different instruments were conducted in this study; Interpersonal Cognitive 
Distortions Scale (ICDS), Heartland Forgiveness Scale (HFS), and Demographic Data Form.  
     Interpersonal Cognitive Distortions Scale (ICDS): The scale is developed by 
Hamamcı and Büyüköztürk (2004) and consists of 19 items to measure individuals cognitive 
distortions about their relationships. It is a 5-point Likert scale (1=totally disagree to 5=totally 
agree). The total score which can be gained from the scale is 95, and the minimum score is 19, 
which indicates that higher points show the individual has higher cognitive distortions about the 
relationship. The scale consist of three subscales; “Interpersonal Rejection” (8 items), “Unrealistic 
Relationship Expectation” (8 items) and “Interpersonal Misperception” (3 items), and the reliability 
analysis of the scale showed Cronbach’s alpha levels as .73, .66, .49, for each subscale respectively. 
Two sample items from the scale are: “People never understand me”, and “There is no true friend 
in this life.”  
     Heartland Forgiveness Scale (HFS):  The scale is developed by Thompson, Snyder, 
Hoffman, Michael, Rasmussen and Billings (2005) to measure an individual’s general tendency to 
be forgiving rather than forgiveness of a particular event or person. The 7-point Likert type scale 
consists of 18 items with three subscales (Forgiveness of Self, Forgiveness of Others, and 
Forgiveness of Situations with six items each). The reliability analysis of the scale gives a Cronbach 
alpha level of .75, .78, .79, for each subscale respectively and it is reported as .86 for total score. The 
scale is translated into Turkish by Bugay and Demir (2010) and the reliability analysis of the Turkish 
version gives a Cronbach alpha level of .64, .79, and .76, for each subscale respectively and .81 for 
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total score. Two sample items from the scale are: “Learning from bad things that I’ve done helps 
me get over them.”, and “If others mistreat me, I continue to think badly of them.”  
      Demographic Data Form: The demographic data form will be designed by the 
researcher in order to collect information about gender, age, department and duration of the 
relationship.  
 
Data Analysis 
In the present study, canonical correlation was conducted through IBM SPSS 22 statistical 
package for data analysis in order to assess the relationship between two sets of variables: 
“Forgiveness of Self”, “Forgiveness of Others” and “Forgiveness of Situations” were the subscales 
of forgiveness on one set (Set-1) and “Interpersonal Rejection”, “Unrealistic Relationship 
Expectation” and “Interpersonal Misperception” were the subscales of interpersonal cognitive 
distortions on the other set (Set-2). Firstly, the descriptive statistics was conducted for this study 
based on demographic information form. Then, in order to find the relationship between cognitive 
distortions and forgiveness, canonical correlation analysis was utilized. 
 
Results 
In the study, canonical correlation was utilized due to finding the relationship between 
cognitive distortions and forgiveness in romantic relationships. The first set included forgiveness of 
self (M=26.85, SD=5.46), forgiveness of others (M=23.94, SD=7.43) and forgiveness of situation 
(M=25.86, SD=7.14). The second set included interpersonal rejection  (M= 21.19, SD=6.15), 
unrealistic relationship expectation (M=24.63, SD=5.71) and interpersonal misperception (M=8.20, 
SD=2.31). There were gathered three results of canonical correlation since both of the variables 
had three subscales.  The results of canonical correlation showed that the first canonical coefficient 
was greater than .30 (Hair, Anderson, Tatham, & Black, 2010) with a value of .43. Therefore, it was 
meaningful and used to explain the following results of the analysis (p < .05). The forgiveness (self, 
others and situations) was significantly correlated with cognitive distortions (interpersonal rejection, 
unrealistic relationship expectation and interpersonal misperception), χ2 (9) = .80, p<.05 in the first 
canonical correlation, that is only one canonical variate was significant. In sum, the significant 
correlation was indicated in Table 1.   
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Table1 Correlations, Standardized Canonical Coefficients, Canonical Correlations, 
Percentages of Variance, and Redundancies between Cognitive Distortions and Forgiveness 
 First Canonical Variate 
 Correlations Coefficients 
Forgiveness   
Forgiveness of Self -.76 -.42 
Forgiveness of Others -.56 -.22 
Forgiveness of Situation -.90 -.62 
     Percentage of Variance .57  
     Redundancy  .10  
Cognitive Distortions   
Interpersonal rejection .95 .94 
Unrealistic relationship expectation .61 .30 
Interpersonal misperception .30 -.25 
     Percentage of Variance .45  
     Redundancy  .08  
Canonical Correlation .43  
 
According to results, canonical loadings for set-1 showed forgiveness of self (-.76), 
forgiveness of others (-.56) and forgiveness of situation (-.90) and for set-2, interpersonal rejection 
(.95), unrealistic relationship expectation (.61) and interpersonal misperception (.30). According to 
Tabachnick and Fidell (2007), correlations higher than .30 are considered as meaningful. This 
showed that all of the variates in both sets were meaningful. This indicated that as interpersonal 
rejection, unrealistic relationship expectation and interpersonal misperception increased, 
forgiveness of self, others and situation decreased. The results showed that cognitive distortions 
and forgiveness tend to be negatively related. Change in one set was parallel to change in the other 
set in opposite way.  
The strength of the relation between a variate of the equation and its own set of variables is 
indicated by percent of variance. In the first set, the percentage of values showed that it accounted 
for 57 % of forgiveness and the second set of variables explained 45 % of cognitive distortions. 
Finally, the redundancy values account for the variance between a variate of the equation and the 
other set of variables. Therefore, it can be concluded within this study that 8 % of the variance of 
the first covariate was explained by cognitive distortions and 10 % of the second covariate was 
explained by the sets of forgiveness. Figure 1 showed the canonical correlation coefficient and 
canonical loadings of canonical variates.        
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Figure 1 Canonical Correlation Coefficient and Loadings 
 
Finally, the results of the study indicated that there was a negative relationship between 
cognitive distortions and forgiveness. This meant that while the level of interpersonal rejection, 
unrealistic relationship expectation and interpersonal misperception increased, forgiveness of self, 
others and situation decreased for participants having a romantic relationship.  
 
Discussion 
The aim of this study was to examine the relationship between cognitive distortions and 
forgiveness in romantic relationships of college students since in literature, both concepts were 
studied within the relationship concept, but especially for married couples. As romantic 
relationships include different interpersonal features coming from each partner, many studies have 
been conducted to examine the different variables affecting those relationships. Cognitive 
distortions and forgiveness were two of the variables studied frequently with married couples. 
Therefore, this study is significant by including cognitive distortions and forgiveness together for 
college students having a romantic relationship rather than married couples.  
Cognitive distortions were the attempt to interpret the reality and come to unrealistic 
believes at the end. In the literature, some study results showed that cognitive distortions might 
affect the relationships in a negative way such as by decreasing marriage satisfaction (Hamamcı, 
2002) and relationship satisfaction (Sullivan & Schwebel, 1995), experiencing stress and 
disagreement in relationship in couples (Hamamcı, 2005b; Tufan Çetin, 2010). On the contrary, 
forgiveness is approached as a healing method in relationships with its significance on increasing 
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marital satisfaction (Navidian & Bahari, 2013). Under the light of the information that cognitive 
components are essential parts of forgiveness process in relationships, this study supported the idea 
that cognitive distortions were related with forgiveness in romantic relationships of college 
students.  
 This result might enlighten that people having a romantic relationship can decrease their cognitive 
distortions and increase their forgiveness level in order to have more healthy relationships. 
Therefore, university counseling centers might design some interventions based on forgiveness and 
try to work on decreasing possible cognitive distortions of students coming with relationship 
problems. In addition, this study might also give suggestion to counselors working in the field in 
terms of underlying the importance of cognitive distortions in relationships.  
 
Limitations and Recommendations 
There were some limitations of the present study which needed to be considered. Firstly, 
generalizability of the results was a limitation for the study. As the participants were only from one 
university in a city, generalization of the findings was limited with this sample. Secondly, romantic 
relationships might be influenced by several other variables like gender, age, personality, etc., as 
mentioned in the literature, but this study only focused on forgiveness and cognitive distortions. 
Therefore, further studies can be conducted by including other variables in order to find the other 
possible relationships and/or some possible predictors of forgiveness and cognitive distortions in 
romantic relationships. Lastly, as the present study design was correlational, it reflected just the 
presence of possible relationship. Therefore, there can be a need to conduct further studies to find 
a detailed cause and effect relationship between those variables.    
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